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ing the degree of deterioration of the detection element (3) on
the basis of a voltage change in the recovery period TK in
which the voltage VE is recovered by the recovery means.
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FIG. 4
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FIG. 5
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1
GAS SENSOR PROCESSING APPARATUS

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to a gas sensor processing
apparatus for processing the output of a gas sensor which
detects the concentration of a specific gas.

2. Description of the Related Art

Conventionally, a gas sensor has been used which is dis-
posed in an exhaust pipe of an internal combustion engine of
a vehicle and is adapted to detect the concentration of a
specific gas contained in exhaust gas for the purpose of, for
example, controlling the air-fuel ratio of fuel mixture sup-
plied to the internal combustion engine. For example, an
oxygen sensor for detecting the concentration of oxygen and
an NOx sensor for detecting the concentration of nitrogen
oxide (NOx) are known. In these gas sensors, a solid electro-
lyte body mainly made of zirconia (zirconium oxide) is com-
monly used as a detection element. The solid electrolyte body
exhibits good oxygen ion conductivity at a high temperature
of'about 600° C. or higher (activated state). Also, by utilizing
a phenomenon that the impedance (internal resistance) of the
detection element changes with the element temperature, the
temperature of the detection element is detected. Further, in
order to maintain the detection element at a predetermined
temperature within a range in which the detection element
becomes active, the supply of electric current to a separately
provided heater is feedback-controlled such that the element
impedance becomes equal to a target impedance.

[Patent Document 1] Japanese Patent Application Laid-
Open (kokai) No H10-26599

PROBLEMS TO BE SOLVED BY THE
INVENTION

The impedance (internal resistance) of a detection element
of such a gas sensor increases gradually when the gas sensor
deteriorates due to use thereof and other causes. Therefore,
the impedance (internal resistance) of a deteriorated detection
element measured at a certain temperature becomes higher
than that measured at the same temperature before the detec-
tion element has deteriorated. Accordingly, accurate detec-
tion of the temperature of the detection element is difficult.
Also, when the above-mentioned feedback control for the
heater is performed, in order to cause the element impedance
to approach the target impedance, the supply of electric cur-
rent is controlled such that the element impedance decreases;
namely, such that the element temperature increases. There-
fore, a problem arises in that the element temperature
increases as the element impedance increases, and the tem-
perature increase accelerates deterioration of the detection
element.

An oxygen concentration detection apparatus which can
solve the above problems is disclosed, for example, in Patent
Document 1. The subject oxygen concentration detection
apparatus includes deterioration determination means for
determining a deteriorated state in which the impedance of
the detection element has increased; and target impedance
change means for increasing a target impedance when the
detection element is determined to be in a deteriorated state.
Heater-supplied-power comparison means for comparing the
electric power supplied to a heater and a predetermined value
for determination is disclosed as a specific example of the
deterioration determination means.

However, when the oxygen concentration detection appa-
ratus is used, the gas sensor must be configured to include a
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heater as an essential component. In addition, the oxygen
concentration detection apparatus has encountered difficulty
in accurately detecting the degree of deterioration of the
detection element. This is because a change in the electric
power supplied to the heater is not determined only by an
increase in the element impedance caused by deterioration of
the detection element, but is also apt to be influenced by
various external disturbances.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention has been accomplished in order to
solve the above problems, and an object thereof is to provide
agas sensor processing apparatus which can accurately detect
the degree of deterioration of a detection element of a gas
sensor.

The above object of the invention has been achieved by
providing (1) a gas sensor processing apparatus for process-
ing an output of a gas sensor including a detection element
which is formed of a solid electrolyte body, which has a pair
of electrodes, and which detects the concentration of a spe-
cific gas. The gas sensor processing apparatus comprises
voltage shift means for shifting a detection element voltage
produced between the electrodes of the detection element
from a pre-shift voltage to a post-shift voltage different from
the pre-shift voltage; recovery means for returning the detec-
tion element voltage from the post-shift voltage to the pre-
shift voltage through self-discharge by an internal capacitor
of'the detection element after the end of a voltage shift period
in which the detection element voltage is shifted by the volt-
age shift means; and deterioration index detection means for
detecting a deterioration index representing the degree of
deterioration of the detection element on the basis of a change
in the detection element voltage in a recovery period in which
the detection element voltage is returned to the pre-shift volt-
age by the recovery means.

The detection element formed of a solid electrolyte body
exhibits oxygen ion conductivity at a temperature of about
400° C. or higher. When the detection element in this state is
represented by an equivalent circuit, the detection element
can be considered to have a series circuit between the elec-
trodes thereof, the series circuit including a cell (concentra-
tion cell) which generates an electromotive force in accor-
dance with the concentration of a specific gas such as oxygen
and an internal impedance element whose impedance
decreases as the element temperature increases. The internal
impedance element can be considered to be composed of a
pure resistor (internal resistor) and an internal capacitor con-
nected in parallel.

In view of the above, in the present gas sensor processing
apparatus, the detection element voltage produced between
the electrodes of the detection element is shifted from a pre-
shift voltage to a post-shift voltage by the voltage shift means.
The detection element voltage produced between the elec-
trodes of the detection element is forcedly changed, for
example, by externally applying a voltage between the elec-
trodes of the detection element, the voltage being greater than
the electromotive force generated by the detection element.
As a result, due to the voltage superimposed (added) by the
voltage shift, a current flows through the internal resistor of
the detection element, whereby a voltage drop is produced. If
the electromotive force of the detection element is assumed to
be constant, the voltage superimposed by the voltage shift
corresponds to the voltage drop produced by the internal
resistor of the detection element. In the voltage shift period in
which the voltage shift is performed, due to the superimposed



US 9,068,934 B2

3

voltage, a current flows through the internal resistor, and a
charge is accumulated in the internal capacitor of the detec-
tion element.

Further, after the end of the voltage shift period, the detec-
tion element voltage is returned from the post-shift voltage to
the pre-shift voltage. The deterioration index detection means
detects a deterioration index, which represents the degree of
deterioration of the detection element, on the basis of a volt-
age change occurring in the recovery period in which the
detection element voltage returns from the post-shift voltage
toward the pre-shift voltage. In the recovery period, the
charge accumulated in the internal capacitor of the detection
element due to the voltage superimposed by the voltage shift
self-discharges through the internal resistor of the detection
element. As a result, the voltage between the electrodes of the
detection element decreases exponentially at a rate corre-
sponding to a time constant generally determined by the
internal resistance and the internal capacitance of the detec-
tion element so that a voltage change from the post-shift
voltage back to the pre-shift voltage is produced.

When the detection element deteriorates, the impedance of
the detection element tends to increase, and the internal resis-
tance thereof at the same temperature (at a certain tempera-
ture) also increases. In addition, the internal capacitance also
changes. Therefore, the way (trend) of the above-described
exponential voltage change differs (varies) depending on the
degree of deterioration. Also, this voltage change is hardly
affected by external disturbances, and is generally deter-
mined by the impedance of the detection element. Accord-
ingly, the present gas sensor processing apparatus, which
detects the deterioration index on the basis of this voltage
change, can accurately detect the degree of deterioration of
the detection element of the gas sensor. In other words, in the
present invention, the deterioration determination is per-
formed by making use of a characteristic in which the dis-
charge of the charge at the time of self-discharge (the above-
described voltage change) is affected by the internal
resistance and the internal capacitance.

Notably, examples of the method of shifting the detection
element voltage from the pre-shift voltage to the post-shift
voltage different from the pre-shift voltage include a method
of applying a constant voltage between the electrodes of the
detection element via a switching element such as a transistor
or an FET; a method of applying a constant voltage between
the electrodes of the detection element via a switching ele-
ment and an external resistor disposed between the switching
element and the detection element so that a resistor-divided
voltage is applied; and a method of supplying a constant
current to the detection element by a constant current source
so that a voltage drop is produced across the internal resistor.

Also, an example method of returning the detection ele-
ment voltage from the post-shift voltage to the pre-shift volt-
age through self-discharge of the detection element is to stop
(cut off) the external current flowing between the electrodes
of'the detection element or the external voltage applied to the
electrodes.

Also, an example method of detecting the deterioration
index, which represents the degree of deterioration of the
detection element, on the basis of a voltage change produced
in the recovery period is measuring the detection element
voltage at a predetermined timing within the voltage shift
period and the detection element voltage at a predetermined
timing within the recovering period following the voltage
shift period, and calculating the difference between these
voltages as the deterioration index. Another example method
of'detecting the deterioration index is measuring the detection
element voltages at predetermined two timings within the
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recovering period, and calculating the difference between
these voltages as the deterioration index. Still another
example method of detecting the deterioration index is peri-
odically measuring the detection element voltage produced
between the electrodes of the detection element within the
recovery period, and detecting, as the deterioration index, the
time constant of an exponential function which approximates
a curve which represents the changing detection element
voltage. Preferably, the deterioration index is detected under
a consistent or constant condition, for example, when the
internal resistance of the detection element is equal to a pre-
determined value.

In a preferred embodiment (2) of the above-described gas
sensor processing apparatus (1), the gas sensor includes a
heater for heating the detection element; and the gas sensor
processing apparatus further comprises first internal resis-
tance detection means for detecting a first internal resistance
which is an internal resistance of the detection element when
the detection element detects the concentration of the gas;
first heater energization control means for feedback-control-
ling the supply of electric current to the heater such that the
first internal resistance becomes equal to a target resistance;
and target resistance correction means for correcting the tar-
get resistance in accordance with the deterioration index
detected by the deterioration index detection means.

In this gas sensor processing apparatus, since the supply of
electric current to the heater can be properly feedback-con-
trolled by changing the target resistance in accordance with
the state of deterioration of the detection element, the element
temperature can be maintained at a proper activation tempera-
ture. In addition, acceleration of the deterioration by an
increase in the element temperature can be prevented.

In another preferred embodiment (3) of the above-de-
scribed gas sensor processing apparatus (1) or (2) above, the
gas sensor processing apparatus further comprises resistance
index detection means for detecting a resistance index before
the deterioration index detection means detects the deterio-
ration index, the resistance index being the internal resistance
of'the detection element or an internal voltage proceeds from
the internal resistance, wherein the deterioration index detec-
tion means detects the deterioration index when the resistance
index is equal to a predetermined detection permission value.

In this gas sensor processing apparatus, the deterioration
index is detected in a period in which the resistance index
becomes equal to the detection permission value. By virtue of
this configuration, the deterioration index can be detected
under a constant condition, whereby the deterioration index
can be detected accurately.

In yet another preferred embodiment (4) of the above-
described gas sensor processing apparatus (3), the gas sensor
includes a heater for heating the detection element; and the
gas sensor processing apparatus further comprises second
heater energization control means for feedback-controlling
the supply of electric current to the heater such that the resis-
tance index detected by the resistance index detection means
becomes equal to the detection permission value.

In this gas sensor processing apparatus, the deterioration
index can be detected reliably at a timing at which the resis-
tance index becomes equal to the detection permission value.

Preferably, the above-described gas sensor processing
apparatus is configured such that the deterioration index
detection means detects, as the deterioration index, a 1-2
voltage difference, which is the difference between a first
voltage, which is the detection element voltage at a first
detection timing within the voltage shift period, and a second
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voltage, which is the detection element voltage at a second
detection timing within the recovery period following the
voltage shift period.

In this gas sensor processing apparatus, the 1-2 voltage
difference, which serves as the deterioration index, can be
easily obtained by merely measuring two voltages; i.e., the
first voltage at the first detection timing within the voltage
shift period and the second voltage at the second detection
timing within the recovery period following the voltage shift
period.

Notably, the first detection timing may be any timing
within the voltage shift period. Preferably, the first detection
timing is a timing within a later portion of the voltage shift
period in which the detection element voltage approaches the
post-shift voltage, more preferably, a timing in an end portion
(at the end) of the voltage shift period in which the detection
element voltage becomes equal to the post-shift voltage.

Also, the second detection timing may be any timing
within the recovery period. Preferably, the second detection
timing is a timing within the recovery period before the detec-
tion element voltage converges to the pre-shift voltage. More
preferably, the second detection timing is determined such
that the greatest variation arises in the detected detection
element voltage among different degrees of deterioration.

Preferably, the above-described gas sensor processing
apparatus is configured such that the resistance index detec-
tion means and the voltage shift means share a circuit which
shifts the detection element voltage of the detection element
from the pre-shift voltage to the post-shift voltage.

In this gas sensor processing apparatus, it is unnecessary to
prepare separate circuits for the resistance index detection
means and the voltage shift means. Therefore, the gas sensor
processing apparatus can be made inexpensive and compact.

Preferably, the above-described gas sensor processing
apparatus is configured such that the deterioration index
detection means detects the deterioration index in a period in
which the internal resistance of the detection element is
greater than a first internal resistance which is the internal
resistance at the time when the detection element detects the
concentration of the gas.

When the concentration of a specific gas is detected, the
detection element is heated to a sufficiently high temperature
and is activated, and its internal resistance is controlled to a
low value (e.g., 100 Q or less). Therefore, if an attempt is
made to detect the deterioration index of the detection ele-
ment in such a state by the deterioration index detection
means, difficulty is encountered in accurately detecting the
deterioration index. This is because the voltage change pro-
duced in the recovery period is small, and the rate of voltage
change is high.

In contrast, according to this gas sensor processing appa-
ratus, the change in the detection element voltage produced in
the recovery period is large and not abrupt. Therefore, the
deterioration index can be detected accurately.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is an explanatory diagram schematically showing a
configuration including the circuit of an oxygen sensor con-
trol apparatus according to an embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 2 is a chart showing a change in detection element
voltage when a voltage shift is performed for a detection
element by the oxygen sensor control apparatus according to
the embodiment.

FIG. 3 is a flowchart showing the processing operation of a
microcomputer of the oxygen sensor control apparatus
according to the embodiment.
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FIG. 4 is a flowchart showing the details of a deterioration
detection processing routine.

FIG. 5 is a flowchart showing the details of a voltage shift
subroutine.

FIG. 6 is a flowchart showing the details of a deterioration
index detection subroutine.

DESCRIPTION OF REFERENCE NUMERALS
AND SYMBOLS

Reference numerals used to identify various features in the

drawings include the following.

1: oxygen sensor control circuit (gas sensor processing appa-
ratus)

2: oxygen sensor (gas sensor)

3: detection element

3P, 3N: electrode

4: heater

EV: electromotive force (of an oxygen concentration cell)

Ri: internal resistance

Ci: internal capacitance

10: microprocessor

11: pulse signal output circuit (resistance index detection
means, voltage shift means, recovery means)

12: output detection circuit (resistance index detection
means)

13: heater control circuit (first heater energization control
means, second heater energization control means)

15: low-pass filter circuit (resistance index detection means)

19: voltage shift circuit (resistance index detection means,
voltage shift means, recovery means)

20: battery

VE: detection element voltage

VE1: pre-shift voltage

VE2: post-shift voltage

TS: voltage shift period

TK: recovery period

ID: deterioration index

Ril: first internal resistance

RT: target resistance

RTh: corrected target resistance

RU: second target resistance (detection permission value)

IR: resistance index

t1: first detection timing

12: second detection timing

V1: first voltage

V2: second voltage

V1-2: 1-2 voltage difference (deterioration index)

S2: first internal resistance detection means

S4: target resistance correction means

S5: first heater energization control means

S101 to S103: resistance index detection means

S104: second heater energization control means

S106 to S107: deterioration index detection means

S1071: voltage shift means

S1072: recovery means

Detailed Description Of The Preferred Embodiments

An embodiment of the present invention will now be
described with reference to the drawings. However, the
present invention should not be construed as being limited
thereto.

FIG. 1 is a diagram schematically showing the configura-
tion of an oxygen sensor control apparatus 1, which is a gas
sensor processing apparatus. The oxygen sensor control
apparatus 1 is mounted on a vehicle (not shown) having an
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unillustrated engine. The oxygen sensor control apparatus is
used in conjunction with an oxygen sensor 2 so as to control
the same, and detects the concentration of oxygen contained
in exhaust gas from the engine.

The oxygen sensor 2 includes a detection element 3 in
which a pair of electrodes 3P and 3N are formed on an
oxygen-ion-conductive solid electrolyte body mainly made
of zirconia; and a heater 4 for heating the detection element 3.
More specifically, one electrode 3N, which is formed on the
outer circumferential surface of the detection element 3 com-
posed of the solid electrolyte body having the shape of a
cylindrical tube with a bottom, is exposed to the exhaust gas.
The other electrode 3P, which is formed on the inner circum-
ferential surface of the detection element 3, is exposed to a
reference gas (atmosphere). The heater 4 having a barlike
shape is inserted into the inner space of the detection element
3 having a bottomed-tubular shape, whereby the oxygen sen-
sor 2 is formed. When the detection element 3 composed of
the solid electrolyte body is heated by the heater 4 to an
activation temperature higher than 600° C. at which the detec-
tion element 3 becomes activated, the detection element 3
exhibits a satisfactory oxygen-ion conductivity and is able to
detect the concentration of oxygen. The supply of electric
current to the heater 4 of the oxygen sensor 2 is controlled by
the oxygen sensor control apparatus 1 such that the detection
element 3 maintains a predetermined temperature within a
temperature range in which the detection element 3 becomes
activated (hereinafter, this range is also referred to as an
“activation temperature range”).

The heater 4 includes a heat generation resistor 5 mainly
made of tungsten or platinum, and terminals 4P and 4N con-
nected to the heat generation resistor 5. One terminal 4P of the
heater 4 is connected to the positive electrode of a battery 20.
The negative electrode of the battery 20 is connected to a
reference potential, which is the chassis GND of the vehicle
(hereinafter referred to as “GND”). The other terminal 4N of
the heater 4 is connected to the collector output of an NPN-
type transistor Trl (a switching element) of a heater control
circuit 13 via an unillustrated current limit resistor. The emit-
ter of the transistor Tr1 is connected to GND. The base of the
transistor Trl is connected to a PWM (pulse-width-modula-
tion) output port 18 of a microprocessor 10. The heater con-
trol circuit 13 supplies electric current to the heater 4 by PWM
control, whereby the detection element 3 is heated. When the
detection element 3 is maintained at the predetermined tem-
perature within the activation temperature range, the duty
ratio of the PWM control is determined by PID (proportional-
integral-derivative) control or PI (proportional-integral) con-
trol performed by the microprocessor 10. Notably, the switch-
ing element which constitutes the heater control circuit 13 is
not limited to the transistor Trl, and the heater control circuit
13 may be formed using an FET or the like. Notably, an
unillustrated power supply circuit produces, from the battery
20, a +5 V supply for use in powering the oxygen sensor
control apparatus 1 and a VCC supply (not shown) for pow-
ering the microprocessor 10.

The detection element 3 has an internal resistor having an
internal resistance Ri, which decreases as the temperature of
the solid electrolyte body increases. A predetermined corre-
lation is known to exist between the internal resistance Ri and
the temperature of the detection element 3. Therefore, the
element temperature can be maintained at a predetermined
temperature by controlling the internal resistance Ri such that
it coincides with a target resistance.

The detection element 3 composed of the solid electrolyte
body exhibits oxygen ion conductivity at about 400° C. or
higher. Thus, the detection element 3 functions as an oxygen
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concentration cell due to a difference in oxygen concentration
between the electrodes 3N and 3P, and generates an electro-
motive force EV corresponding to the oxygen concentration
difference. Therefore, as shown in FIG. 1, the equivalent
circuit of the detection element 3 is considered to have a series
circuit which is located between the electrodes 3P and 3N and
which includes a cell (oxygen concentration cell) generating
the electromotive force EV and an internal impedance ele-
ment. Notably, the internal impedance element is considered
to be formed not only by an internal resistor (pure resistor)
having an internal resistance Ri but also by an internal capaci-
tor having a capacitance Ci connected in parallel to the inter-
nal resistor.

As described above, the solid electrolyte body constituting
the detection element 3 has a characteristic such that the
internal resistance Ri decreases as the temperature of the solid
electrolyte body increases. However, in a portion of a non-
active period, in which portion the temperature of the solid
electrolyte body is low, the internal resistance Ri is high,
which substantially insulates the electrodes 3P and 3N of the
detection element 3 from each other. The internal resistance
Ri decreases as the temperature of the solid electrolyte body
increases, and exhibits a low value when the detection ele-
ment 3 becomes active (active period). As the temperature of
the solid electrolyte body increases, the detection element 3
begins to produce between the electrodes 3P and 3N an elec-
tromotive force EV corresponding to the oxygen concentra-
tion difference. Although the electromotive force EV in the
active period changes depending on the element temperature,
the electromotive force EV becomes about 900 mV when the
air-fuel ratio of exhaust gas is on the rich side, and becomes
about 50 mV when the air-fuel ratio of exhaust gas is on the
lean side. The electromotive force EV sharply changes in the
vicinity of a point at which the air-fuel ratio becomes equal to
the theoretical air-fuel ratio between the rich side and the lean
side (A=1).

Returning to the description of the oxygen sensor control
circuit 1 (see FIG. 1), a bias circuit 14 is provided which is
composed of a series circuit including a resistor R1 and a
resistor R2 and which divides the +5 V power supply by the
resistor R1 and the resistor R2. In the present embodiment, R1
is setto 100 kQ, and R2 is set to 10 kQ so that the potential at
a node P produced as a result of division of the +5 V power
supply by the resistor R1 and the resistor R2 becomes about
450 mV. The potential at the node P is selected such that it
assumes an intermediate value between the above-described
electromotive force of about 900 mV at the time when the
air-fuel ratio is on the rich side and the above-described
electromotive force of about 50 mV at the time when the
air-fuel ratio is on the lean side. Through a resistor R3 (spe-
cifically, R3=10 k€2) which is a current limiting resistor, the
node P is connected to the electrode 3P of the detection
element 3 atanode Q. The other electrode 3N of the detection
element 3 is connected to the GND.

The node Q is connected to the +5V power supply via a
resistor R4 (specifically, R4=8.25 kQ) and a PNP-type tran-
sistor Tr2 which serves as a switching element. Notably, the
switching element is not limited to the transistor Tr2, and may
be an FET or the like. The node Q is also connected to a
low-pass filter circuit 15 for removing noise which is com-
posed of aresistor R5 and a capacitor C1 (specifically, R5=10
kQ, C1=0.033 uF). A node S, which is the output of the
low-pass filter circuit 15, is connected to an output detection
circuit 12. The output detection circuit 12 includes an unil-
lustrated sample-and-hold circuit, and its output is connected
to an A/D input port 17 of the microprocessor 10.
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The emitter of the transistor Tr2 is connected to the +5V
power supply line, and the collector of the transistor Tr2 is
connected to the resistor R4. A resistor R7 (base-emitter
resistor) and a resistor R6 (base input resistor) are connected
to the base of the transistor Tr2. The resistors R6 and R7, the
transistor Tr2, and the resistor R4 constitute a voltage shift
circuit 19. A pulse signal output circuit 11 is connected to a
node T, which is one end of the resistor R6 of the voltage shift
circuit 19. The pulse signal output circuit 11 is connected to
an [/O output port 16 of the microprocessor 10, and an output
from the 1/O output port 16 is supplied through the pulse
signal output circuit 11 to the node T as a pulse signal SP. The
pulse signal SP is a negative-logic pulse signal having a
rectangular waveform. In an ordinary state, the voltage of the
pulse signal SP is maintained at +5 V, which is the same as the
emitter potential of the transistor Tr2, so as to turn off the
transistor Tr2 of the voltage shift circuit 19. Only in periods in
which the transistor Tr2 is to be turned on, the voltage of the
pulse signal SP temporarily becomes 0V, and returns to +5 V.
The pulse signal output circuit 11, which outputs this pulse
signal SP, and the voltage shift circuit 19 perform the voltage
shift described below.

Specifically, the pulse signal output circuit 11 buffers the
output of the I/O output port 16 of the microprocessor 10 with
or without inverting the polarity thereof, and converts the
level of the output voltage from that of the VCC power of the
microprocessor 10 to +5 V. The pulse signal output circuit 11
is formed by a buffer IC for level conversion, a transistor, etc.
In the present embodiment, the pulse signal output circuit 11
is an inverted-type buffer circuit. Therefore, when the output
of'the I/O output port 16 is at the L level, the potential at the
node T (the output of the pulse signal output circuit 11)
becomes +5 V, and, when the output of the I/O output port 16
is at the H level, the potential at the node T (the output of the
pulse signal output circuit 11) becomes 0 V.

First, the operations of these circuits will be considered for
the case where the transistor Tr2 of the voltage shift circuit 19
is off. When the transistor Tr2 is off, no current flows through
the resistor R4. In a portion of a non-active period, in which
portion the temperature of the solid electrolyte body is low,
the detection element 3 does not generate the electromotive
force EV (EV=0V). Also, its internal resistance Ri is close to
a value representing an insulating state, and is far larger than
the resistance (10 kQ) of the resistor R2. Therefore, no cur-
rent flows through the detection element 3, and no current
flows through the current limit resistor R3. Therefore, when
the temperature of the solid electrolyte body is low, the poten-
tial at the node P becomes about 450 mV, which is determined
by the voltage division by the resistor R1 and the resistor R2.
The potentials at the nodes Q and S become the same as the
potential at the node P, and about 450 mV is input to the output
detection circuit 12. Meanwhile, in an active period in which
the solid electrolyte body has a sufficiently high temperature
(for example, when the temperature of the detection element
3 is about 700° C.), the internal resistance Ri of the detection
element 3 becomes 100 €2 or smaller, and becomes far smaller
than those of the resistor R2 and the resistor R3. In this active
period, the detection element 3 generates an electromotive
force EV (about 900 mV on the rich side, about S0 mV onthe
lean side). Since the internal resistance Ri is sufficiently small
as described above, the potential at the node Q is hardly
affected by the current flowing through the resistors R2 and
R3. Therefore, the potential at the node Q becomes approxi-
mately equal to the electromotive force EV. The potential at
the node Q is passed through the low-pass filter circuit 15, and
is input to the output detection circuit 12 at the node S. Thus,
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the output detection circuit 12 can detect the electromotive
force EV of the detection element 3.

Next, the case where the transistor Tr2 of the voltage shift
circuit 19 is on will be considered. In the period in which the
transistor Tr2 is off, as described above, no current flows
through the resistor R4. Meanwhile, when the transistor Tr2 is
turned on, a current | flows through the resistor R4. Since the
internal resistance Ri of the detection element 3 is far smaller
than those of the resistors R3 and R2 when the detection
element 3 is active, most of the current I flows through the
detection element 3. Accordingly, in a state in which the
current flowing through the internal capacitor having a
capacitance Ci described below has become almost zero after
convergence, the current | has a magnitude obtained by divid-
ing, by the sum of the resistance of the resistor R4 and the
internal resistance Ri of the detection element 3 (series com-
bined resistance), a value obtained by subtracting the electro-
motive force EV of the detection element 3 and the emitter-
collector voltage (=0 V) of the transistor Tr2 from the +5V
power supply (I=(5-EV)/(R4+R1)). Here, a case is considered
where the difference in oxygen concentration between the
electrodes 3P and 3N does not change and the electromotive
force EV is constant between the period in which the transis-
tor Tr2 is off and the period in which the transistor Tr2 is on.
In such a case, the detection element voltage VE in the period
in which the transistor Tr2 is on is higher than the detection
element voltage VE in the period in which the transistor Tr2 is
off by an amount corresponding to a voltage drop (RixI)
produced across the internal resistor (internal resistance Ri).
Namely, as a result of the transistor Tr2 being turned on, a
voltage shift occurs; i.e., the detection element voltage VE is
shifted from a pre-shift voltage VE1 (=EV) to a post-shift
voltage VE2 (=EV+RixI).

The difference (VE2-VE1) between the post-shift voltage
VE2 and the pre-shift voltage VE1 is used as the shift voltage
VS. Since the pre-shift voltage VE1 is equal to the electro-
motive force EV generated by the detection element 3 when
the transistor Tr2 is off, the shift voltage VS serves as an
internal voltage Vi corresponding to the voltage drop pro-
duced as a result of the flow of the current through the internal
resistor (internal resistance Ri). This internal voltage Vi is
represented by Vi=Rix(5-EV)/(R4+Ri). Accordingly, the
magnitude of the shift voltage VS; i.e., the internal voltage Vi,
can be determined by detecting the pre-shift voltage VE1
(=EV) and the post-shift voltage VE2 (=VE1+VS=EV+Vi)
by the output detection circuit 12. Also, the internal resistance
Ri can be obtained from the ratio of the internal resistance Ri
to the resistance of the resistor R4.

The period in which the transistor Tr2 is turned on for the
voltage shift from the pre-shift voltage VE1 to the post-shift
voltage VE2 will be referred to as a voltage shift period TS
(see FIG. 2). In this voltage shift period TS, a current flows
through the internal resistor (internal resistance Ri), and a
charge is accumulated in the internal capacitor (internal
capacitance Ci) of the detection element 3 in accordance with
a time constant Ci-Ri.

After that, the transistor Tr2 is turned off so as to end the
voltage shift period TS. Thus, the flow of external current to
the detection element 3 (between its electrodes 3P and 3N)
stops, and application of the external voltage stops. As a
result, the charge accumulated in the internal capacitor (inter-
nal capacitance Ci) self-discharges through the internal resis-
tor (internal resistance Ri). Consequently, the detection ele-
ment voltage VE decreases exponentially, over the recovery
period TK, at a rate corresponding to a time constant substan-
tially determined by the internal resistance Ri and the internal
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capacitance Ci of the detection element 3, whereby a voltage
change from the post-shift voltage VE2 back to the pre-shift
voltage VE1 is produced.

When the detection element 3 deteriorates, the impedance
of the detection element 3 tends to increase. Therefore, the
internal resistance Ri of the detection element at the same
temperature (at a given temperature) increases, and the inter-
nal capacitance Ci also changes. Therefore, the way (trend) of
the above-described exponential voltage change differs (var-
ies) among varying degrees of deterioration. Also, this volt-
age change is hardly affected by disturbances, and is mainly
determined by the impedance (the internal resistance Ri and
the internal capacitance Ci) of the detection element 3.
Accordingly, a deterioration index ID (described below)
which represents the degree of deterioration of the detection
element 3 can be detected on the basis of this voltage change.

Notably, as described above, when the oxygen concentra-
tion (the concentration of a specific gas) is to be detected, the
oxygen sensor 2 is used in a state in which the temperature of
the detection element 3 is increased to an activation tempera-
ture (for example, about 700° C. as mentioned above) higher
than 600° C. in order to cause the detection element 3 to
sufficiently function as an oxygen concentration cell. When
the temperature of the detection element 3 is about 700° C.,
the internal resistance Ri of the detection element 3 is very
small (100 € or less). In the present embodiment, since the
resistance of the resistor R4 is 8.25 kQ2, which is far larger
than the internal resistance Ri of the detection element 3, the
internal resistance voltage Vi (shift voltage VS) generated by
the internal resistor (internal resistance Ri) when the transis-
tor Tr2 is turned on assumes a small value. Therefore, the
voltage change produced in the recovery period TK is also
small, and it is difficult to accurately detect the above-men-
tioned deterioration index ID.

Although the temperature of the detection element 3 must
be maintained at a considerably high temperature (for
example, 700° C.) at the time of detection of the oxygen
concentration, the temperature of the detection element 3
need not be maintained at such a high temperature when the
deterioration index ID is detected. The solid electrolyte body
constituting the detection element 3 begins to exhibit oxygen
ion conductivity at about 400° C. Also, at the same time, the
internal resistance Ri of the detection element 3 becomes
sufficiently lower than a value representing an insulating state
and becomes sufficiently higher than that in the above-men-
tioned activated state (for example, at 700° C.). For example,
in the present embodiment, when the element temperature is
400° C., the internal resistance Ri of the detection element 3
becomes about 2560 Q, which is several tens of times that at
700° C. and about one third that of the resistor R4. Accord-
ingly, if the deterioration index ID is detected in this state, the
shift voltage VS proportional to the internal resistance Ri can
be increased, and the voltage change produced in the recovery
period TK can be increased.

In view of the above, in the present embodiment, the dete-
rioration index ID is detected in a state in which the internal
resistance Ri of the detection element is larger than the inter-
nal resistance Ri (first internal resistance Ril) at the time
when the concentration of the specific gas is detected (in a
period during which the concentration of the specific gas can
be detected). Specifically, the deterioration index ID is
detected when the element temperature is about 400° C. and
the internal resistance Ri is 2560 Q. More specifically, after
operation of a vehicle has ended (namely, when detection of
the oxygen concentration by the oxygen sensor 2 in which the
detection element 3 is activated ends), the supply of electric
current to the heater 4 of the oxygen sensor 2 stops simulta-
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neously with the vehicle engine, and a wait time of 10 minutes
is allowed to elapse (i.e., until the detection element 3 cools).
After that, the supply of electric current to the heater 4 is again
controlled with the target resistance set such that the internal
resistance Ribecomes 2560 Q. After the internal resistance Ri
becomes 2560 €, the deterioration index ID is detected.

FIG. 2 shows changes in the detection element voltage VE
during the voltage shift period TS and the recovery period TK
at the time when the voltage of the detection element 3 is
shifted, for detection of the deterioration index 1D, by the
oxygen sensor control circuit 1 of the present embodiment.
Notably, for detection of the deterioration index ID, the sup-
ply of electric current to the heater 4 is controlled such that the
internal resistance Ri of the detection element 3 becomes
2560 Q.

InFIG. 2, before the voltage is shifted (before time t=0), the
transistor Tr2 of the voltage shift circuit 19 is off, and the
detection element voltage VE is 1.02 V. This detection ele-
ment voltage VE represents the electromotive force EV of the
detection element 3 when the element temperature is about
400° C. This is used as the pre-shift voltage VE1 (=EV).

After that, at time t=0, the voltage shift is started by turning
on the transistor Tr2 of the voltage shift circuit 19 (start of the
voltage shift period TS). As a result, a current flows through
the detection element 3, and a voltage drop is produced across
the internal resistor (internal resistance Ri) of the detection
element 3. In addition, the detection element voltage VE rises
while the internal capacitor (internal capacitance Ci) accu-
mulates a charge. Inthe present embodiment, the voltage shift
period TS is set to 3 msec. At a first detection timing t1 (time
t=t1), which is in an end portion (at the end) of the voltage
shift period TS, the detection element voltage VE approaches
a substantially equilibrated state and becomes the post-shift
voltage VE2. In view of the above, the detection element
voltage VE is detected at the first detection timing t1, and is
used as a first voltage V1 (=the post-shift voltage VE2).

When the voltage shift period TS (3 msec in the present
embodiment) is made sufficiently longer than (for example,
three times or more) the time constant Ci-Ri under the con-
dition that the internal resistance Ri is controlled such that it
becomes a fixed value (Ri=2560Q in the present embodi-
ment), the post-shift voltage VE2 (first voltage V1) converges
to a value which is determined by the internal resistance Ri
and which does not change irrespective of the degree of
deterioration. Also, attime t=t1, the shift voltage VS, which is
the difference (VE2-VE1) between the post-shift voltage
VE2 and the pre-shift voltage VE1, becomes equal to the
internal voltage Vi proceeds from the internal resistor (inter-
nal resistance Ri). Therefore, the post-shift voltage VE2
becomes equal to the sum of the electromotive force EV and
the internal voltage Vi (the shift voltage VS) (the post-shift
voltage VE2=electromotive force EV+the internal voltage
Vi).

When the voltage shift period TS is ended by turning the
transistor Tr2 off, the recovery period TK begins. In this
recovery period TK, the detection element voltage VE is
returned from the post-shift voltage VE2 to the pre-shift volt-
age VE1. Since the transistor Tr2 is off during this recovery
period TK, as is understood from FIG. 1, the charge accumu-
lated in the internal capacitor (the internal capacitance Ci) on
account of the shift voltage VS self-discharges through the
internal resistor (internal resistance Ri). As a result, the volt-
age between the electrodes 3P and 3N of the detection ele-
ment 3 decreases exponentially at a rate corresponding to the
time constant substantially determined by the internal resis-
tance Ri and the internal capacitance Ci of the detection
element 3, whereby a voltage change from the post-shift
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voltage VE2 back to the pre-shift voltage VE1 is produced
(see FIG. 2). In the present embodiment, the detection ele-
ment voltage VE is detected at a second detection timing t2
(time t=t2), which is a timing within the recovery period TK
and is 3 msec after the end of the voltage shift period TS, and
is used as a second voltage V2.

As described above, the supply of electric current to the
heater 4 is controlled such that the internal resistance Ri of the
detection element 3 becomes 2560 Q. Therefore, the post-
shift voltage VE2 (the first voltage V1) assumes the same or
fixed value irrespective of the degree of deterioration. The
voltage change produced in the recovery period TK changes
depending on the degree of deterioration; i.e., the greater the
degree of deterioration, the slower the rate of the decrease in
voltage, and the greater the second voltage V2. Namely, the
1-2 voltage difference V1-2 (=V1-V2), which is the differ-
ence between the first voltage V1 and the second voltage V2,
changes depending on the degree of deterioration; i.e., the
greater the degree of deterioration, the smaller the value of the
1-2 voltage difference V1-2 (=V1-V2). Accordingly, this 1-2
voltage difference V1-2 can be used as a deterioration index
ID which indicates the degree of deterioration of the detection
element 3.

Notably, in the present embodiment, the 1-2 voltage dif-
ference V1-2 (the deterioration index ID) at the time when the
internal resistance Ri is 2560€2 (the element temperature is
about 400° C.) is detected. However, the value of the internal
resistance Ri at the time of detection of the deterioration index
1D (1-2 voltage difference V1-2) may be freely determined
within a range in which a difference in the degree of deterio-
ration of the detection element 3 can be distinguished as a
difference in the deterioration index ID (1-2 voltage difter-
ence V1-2).

Next, control of the oxygen sensor control circuit 1 accord-
ing to the present embodiment, in particular, operation of the
microprocessor 10, will be described with reference to the
flowchart of FIG. 3.

The control program shown in FIG. 3 is repeatedly called,
as one of programs to be executed by the microprocessor 10,
every time the output of the PWM output port 18 for control-
ling the supply of electric current to the heater 4 is updated
(namely, at constant intervals). Also, a necessary initial set-
ting is performed separately before this program is called,
whereby the output of the I/O output port 16 is brought to the
L level. Therefore, the potential at the node T, which is the
output of the pulse signal output circuit 11, becomes +5V, and
the transistor Tr2 is turned off.

First, instep S1, the microprocessor 10 determines whether
or not the engine is stopped. In the case where the engine is
not stopped (NO; that is, the engine is being operated), the
microprocessor 10 proceeds to step S2. After that point in
time, the microprocessor 10 detects the first internal resis-
tance Ril, which is the internal resistance Ri of the detection
element 3 when the oxygen concentration is detected (a
period during which the oxygen concentration can be
detected), outputs a PWM duty ratio for heater energization
control, and detects the oxygen concentration. First, in step
S2, the microprocessor 10 detects the first internal resistance
Ril.

Subsequently, in step S3, the microprocessor 10 reads out
the 1-2 voltage difference V1-2 (see FIG. 6: step S1078),
which was detected after the previous operation of the engine
as a deterioration index ID by a deterioration detection pro-
cessing routine described below, and which was stored in a
non-volatile memory (not illustrated).

Next, in step S4, the microprocessor 10 corrects a target
resistance RT in accordance with the value of the 1-2 voltage
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difference V1-2 (the deterioration index ID) to thereby obtain
a corrected target resistance RTh. In order to maintain the
temperature of the detection element 3 at 700° C., the correc-
tion is performed such that the smaller the value of the 1-2
voltage difference V1-2 (the greater the degree of deteriora-
tion), the larger the value of the corrected target resistance
RTh. This is because the first internal resistance Ril at the
same temperature increases with the degree of deterioration
of'the detection element 3. Therefore, in order to maintain the
element temperature at a fixed temperature, it is necessary to
increase the corrected target resistance RTh with an increase
in the first internal resistance Ril.

Next, in step S5, the microprocessor 10 controls the supply
of electric current to the heater 4 through use of the corrected
target resistance RTh and the first internal resistance Ril such
that the first internal resistance Ril becomes equal to the
corrected target resistance RTh. Specifically, by means of PID
control or PI control, the microprocessor 10 determines a
PWM duty ratio for controlling the supply of electric current
to the heater 4, and outputs a PWM pulse from the PWM
output port 18. As a result, the heater 4 is PWM-controlled,
whereby the temperature of the detection element 3 is con-
trolled and maintained at 700° C. irrespective of the degree of
deterioration of the detection element 3.

Next, in step S6, the microprocessor 10 determines
whether or not oxygen concentration detection timing has
come to pass. In the present embodiment, the oxygen concen-
tration is detected every time the PWM duty ratio for heater
energization control is updated 10 times by the processing of
steps S2 to S5. In step S6, the microprocessor 10 determines
whether or not the present timing is the timing for detecting
the oxygen concentration. In the case where the present tim-
ing is not the timing for detecting the oxygen concentration
(NO), the microprocessor 10 ends the processing. In the case
where the present timing is the timing for detecting the oxy-
gen concentration (YES), the microprocessor 10 proceeds to
step S7.

In step S7, the microprocessor 10 determines whether or
not the first internal resistance Ril is equal to the corrected
target resistance RTh. When the oxygen concentration is
detected, the detection element 3 must be heated to a prede-
termined activation temperature (700° C. in the present
embodiment) (namely, the first internal resistance Ri must be
equal to the corrected target resistance RTh). Therefore,
before detecting the oxygen concentration, the microproces-
sor 10 determines in step S7 whether or not such a condition
is satisfied. In the case where the microprocessor 10 deter-
mines in step S7 that the first internal resistance Ril is not
equal to the corrected target resistance RTh (NO), the micro-
processor 10 ends the processing. Meanwhile, in the case
where the first internal resistance Ril is equal to the corrected
target resistance RTh (YES), the microprocessor 10 proceeds
to step S8. After detecting the oxygen concentration in step
S8, the microprocessor 10 ends the processing.

Meanwhile, in the case where the microprocessor 10 deter-
mines in step S1 that the engine is stopped (YES), the micro-
processor 10 proceeds to step S9. In step S9, the micropro-
cessor 10 determines whether or not 10 min has elapsed after
the engine has been stopped. In the case where 10 min has not
yet elapsed (NO), the microprocessor 10 proceeds to step S13
s0 as to set the PWM duty ratio for heater energization control
to 0% and output the duty ratio from the PWM output port 18.
After that, the microprocessor 10 ends the processing. As a
result, no electric current is supplied to the heater 4 during the
10 min period after the engine is stopped. Therefore, the
temperature of the detection element 3 decreases gradually.
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When a time of 10 min has elapsed after the engine has
been stopped, the microprocessor 10 makes a YES determi-
nation in step S9, and proceeds to step S10 so as to execute a
deterioration detection processing routine. After completing
this deterioration detection processing routine (step S10), the
microprocessor 10 proceeds to step S11. In the case where the
microprocessor 10 determines in the step S11 that a detection
completion flag described below (see F1G. 4: step S108) is off
(that is, the detection of the deterioration index ID has not yet
been completed) (NO), the microprocessor 10 ends the pro-
cessing. Meanwhile, in the case where the microprocessor 10
determines that the detection completion flag is on (that is, the
detection of the deterioration index ID has been completed)
(YES), the microprocessor 10 proceeds to step S12 so as to
completely stop the supply of electric current to the heater 4.
After that, the microprocessor 10 ends the processing.

The above-described program (the series of processing
steps) is called at constant intervals, and is executed from step
S1. However, after the engine is stopped and the detection
completion flag is turned on so as to end this processing, the
calling of this program is stopped until the engine is started
once again.

Next, the deterioration detection processing routine shown
in step S10 will be described with reference to the flowchart
of FIG. 4.

First, in step S101, the microprocessor 10 executes a volt-
age shift subroutine (described in detail below). In this volt-
age shift subroutine, the microprocessor 10 shifts the detec-
tion element voltage VE, and obtains the pre-shift voltage
VE1, the post-shift voltage

VE2, and the shift voltage VS. Also, when the voltage shift
subroutine is ended, the output of the I/O output port 16 is
brought to the H level. Therefore, the potential of the node T
(the output of the pulse signal output circuit 11) becomes 0V,
and the transistor Tr2 is turned on.

Next, the microprocessor 10 proceeds to step S102 so as to
return the output of the /O output port 16 to the L level. As a
result, the potential of the node T (the output of the pulse
signal output circuit 11) becomes +5 V, and the transistor Tr2
is turned off.

Next, the microprocessor 10 proceeds to step S103 so as to
calculate the internal resistance Ri from the pre-shift voltage
VE1 (the electromotive force EV) and the shift voltage VS
(the internal voltage Vi) obtained in the voltage shift subrou-
tine (step S101). In step S104 subsequent thereto, the micro-
processor 10 controls the supply of electric current to the
heater 4 such that the internal resistance Ri thus obtained
becomes equal to a second target resistance RU (RU=2560 Q
in the present embodiment). Specifically, through PID control
or PI control, the microprocessor 10 determines a PWM duty
ratio for controlling the supply of electric current to the heater
4, and outputs a PWM pulse from the PWM output port 18. As
a result, the heater 4 is PWM-controlled, whereby the tem-
perature of the detection element 3 is controlled to about 400°
C.

Next, in step S105, the microprocessor 10 determines
whether or not deterioration index detection timing has come
to pass. In step S106 subsequent thereto, before detecting the
deterioration index ID, the microprocessor 10 determines
whether or not the internal resistance Ri thus obtained is equal
to the second target resistance RU (=2560Q2). In the present
embodiment, the microprocessor 10 performs the determina-
tion of step S105 every time the PWM duty ratio for heater
energization control is updated 10 times by the processing of
steps S101 to S104. In the case where the present timing is not
the deterioration index detection timing (NO), the micropro-
cessor 10 ends the processing. In the case where the present

25

30

35

40

45

55

16

timing is the deterioration index detection timing (YES), the
microprocessor 10 proceeds to step S106 in order to deter-
mine whether or not the internal resistance Ri is equal to the
second target resistance RU. In the case where the micropro-
cessor 10 determines in step S106 that the internal resistance
Ri is not equal to the second target resistance RU (NO), the
microprocessor 10 ends the processing.

Meanwhile, in the case where the microprocessor 10 deter-
mines in step S106 that the internal resistance Ri is equal to
the second target resistance RU (YES), the microprocessor 10
proceeds to step S107 so as to execute a deterioration index
detection subroutine for detecting the deterioration index ID
(the details of the subroutine are described below). After
completing the deterioration index detection subroutine, in
step S108, the microprocessor 10 turns on a detection
completion flag which indicates that the detection of the
deterioration index ID has been completed. After that, the
microprocessor 10 ends this deterioration detection process-
ing routine.

Next, the voltage shift subroutine of step S101 will be
described with reference to the flowchart of FIG. 5. In this
voltage shift subroutine, as described above, the micropro-
cessor 10 shifts the detection element voltage VE by means of
the voltage shift circuit 19, and obtains the pre-shift voltage
VE1, the post-shift voltage VE2, and the shift voltage VS.

First, in step S1011, the microprocessor 10 obtains the
output of the output detection circuit 12 via the A/D input port
17, and measures the potential at the node S. Namely, the
microprocessor 10 measures the potential (the pre-shift volt-
age VE1) at the node Q via the low-pass filter circuit 15,
before the voltage shift, which is described next. At that time,
the output of the I/O output port 16 is brought to the L level,
whereby the potential at the node T (the output of the pulse
signal output circuit 11) becomes +5 V, and the transistor Tr2
is turned off. Therefore, no current flows through the resistor
R4, and the potential at the node Q (and the node S) becomes
equal to the electromotive force EV of the detection element
3. Accordingly, the potential (the pre-shift voltage VE1) at the
node Q (and the node S) measured in this step S1011 is equal
to the value of the electromotive force EV (VE1=EV).

Next, the microprocessor 10 proceeds to step S1012, and
brings the output of the I/O output port 16 to the H level. As
a result, the potential at the node T (the output of the pulse
signal output circuit 11) becomes 0V, and the transistor Tr2 is
turned on. Notably, this timing corresponds to the time t=0 in
FIG. 2. Subsequently, the microprocessor 10 proceeds to step
S1013 so as to start a timer for clocking the time of 3 msec.

When the transistor Tr2 is turned on, a current 1 flows
through the resistor R4, and this current 1 flows into the
detection element 3. As a result, due to this current I, a voltage
drop is produced across the internal resistor (internal resis-
tance Ri), and a charge is gradually accumulated by the inter-
nal capacitor (internal capacitance Ci). Therefore, the poten-
tial at the node Q begins to increase from the electromotive
force EV with the progress of accumulation of charge by the
internal capacitor (internal capacitance Ci). The voltage
which is superimposed on the electromotive force EV at the
node Q is the voltage produced across the internal resistor
(internal resistance Ri) and the internal capacitor (internal
capacitance Ci).

In step S1014 subsequent thereto, the microprocessor 10
determines whether or not the 3 msec timer started in step
S1013 is up. Namely, in the case where the timer is not up
(NO), the microprocessor 10 repeats the determination of step
S1014. Accordingly, during this period, the accumulation of
the charge by the internal capacitor (internal capacitance Ci)
proceeds, and the potential at the node Q increases and
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approaches an equilibrium state. When 3 msec has elapsed
and the timer is up (YES), the microprocessor 10 proceeds to
step S1015.

In step S1015, at the first detection timing t1 (time t=t1=3
msec; see FIG. 2) (when 3 msec has elapsed after the transis-
tor Tr2 has been turned on), the microprocessor 10 again
obtains the output of the output detection circuit 12 via the
A/D input port 17, and measures the potential at the node S.
Namely, the microprocessor 10 measures the potential at the
node Q via the low-pass filter circuit 15. The potential at the
node Q, which begins to rise when the time t=0, has generally
reached the equilibrium state during the 3 msec period (the
voltage shift period TS) (see FIG. 2), and the value at the time
t=t1, which was measured in the step S1015, is used as the
post-shift voltage VE2.

Next, the microprocessor 10 proceeds to step S1016 so as
to obtain the shift voltage VS by calculating the difference
(VE2-VE1) between the post-shift voltage VE2 and the pre-
shift voltage VE1, which have already been obtained, and
ends the voltage shift subroutine.

Next, the deterioration index detection subroutine of step
S107 will be described with reference to the flowchart of FIG.
6. Notably, as described above, the microprocessor 10
executes the deterioration index detection subroutine (step
S107) when the microprocessor 10 determines in step S106
that the internal resistance Ri of the detection element 3 is
equal to the second target internal resistance RU (=2560 Q)
(Yes).

First, in step S1071, the microprocessor 10 executes the
same voltage shift subroutine as that executed in step S101 of
the deterioration detection processing routine (step S10). At
the end of the voltage shift subroutine (at the end of step
S1016), the output of the I/O output port 16 is brought to the
H level. Therefore, the potential of the node T (the output of
the pulse signal output circuit 11) becomes 0 V, and the
transistor Tr2 is turned on.

Next, the microprocessor 10 proceeds to step S1072 so as
to return the output of the I/O output port 16 to the L level. As
a result, the potential of the node T (the output of the pulse
signal output circuit 11) becomes +5 V, and the transistor Tr2
is turned off. With this operation, the voltage shift period TS
ends, and the recovery period TK starts subsequently.

In step S1073 subsequent thereto, the microprocessor 10
obtains (copies), as the first voltage V1, the post-shift voltage
VE2 obtained in step S1015 of the voltage shift subroutine (at
the first detection timing t1) (V1=VE2).

Subsequently, the microprocessor 10 proceeds to step
S1074 so as to start a timer for clocking the time of 3 msec.

Since the transistor Tr2 is turned off, no external voltage is
applied to the detection element 3 via the +5 V power, and no
current flows through the detection element 3. Therefore, in
the detection element 3, the charge accumulated by the inter-
nal capacitor (internal capacitance Ci) self-discharges
through the internal resistor (internal resistance Ri). As a
result, the potential at the node Q decreases exponentially at
a rate corresponding to the time constant substantially deter-
mined by the internal resistance Ri and the internal capaci-
tance Ci, whereby a voltage change from the post-shift volt-
age VE2 to the pre-shift voltage VE1 is produced.

In step S1075 subsequent thereto, the microprocessor 10
determines whether or not the 3 msec timer started in step
S1074 is up. Namely, in the case where the timer is not up
(NO), the microprocessor 10 repeats the determination of step
S1075. When 3 msec has elapsed and the timer is up (YES),
the microprocessor 10 proceeds to step S1076.

In step S1076, at the second detection timing t2 (time
t=t2=6 msec; see FIG. 2) (when 3 msec has elapsed after the
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transistor Tr2 was turned off), the microprocessor 10 again
obtains the output of the output detection circuit 12 via the
A/D input port 17, and measures the potential at the node S.
Namely, the microprocessor 10 measures the potential at the
node Q via the low-pass filter circuit 15. The value at the time
t=t2, which was measured in this step S1076, is used as the
second voltage V2.

Next, the microprocessor 10 proceeds to step S1077, and
obtains the 1-2 voltage difference V1-2, which is the deterio-
ration index ID, by calculating the difference (V1-V2)
between the first voltage V1 and the second voltage V2, which
have already been obtained.

Moreover, the microprocessor 10 proceeds to step S1078
s0 as to store the obtained 1-2 voltage difference V1-2 in the
non-volatile memory, and ends the present deterioration
index detection subroutine.

Notably, in the present embodiment, the pulse signal out-
put circuit 11, the voltage shift circuit 19, the low-pass filter
circuit 15, the output detection circuit 12, and the micropro-
cessor 10 which executes steps S101 to S103 correspond to
the resistance index detection means; and the internal resis-
tance Ri detected by the circuits and the microprocessor cor-
responds to the resistance index IR. The pulse signal output
circuit 11, the voltage shift circuit 19, and the microprocessor
10 which executes step S1071 correspond to the voltage shift
means. The pulse signal output circuit 11, the voltage shift
circuit 19, and the microprocessor 10 which executes step
S1072 correspond to the recovery means.

The resistance index detection means and the voltage shift
means share the pulse signal output circuit 11 and the voltage
shift circuit 19 used for the voltage shift. In the present
embodiment, the resistance index detection means and the
voltage shift means share the voltage shift subroutine (step
S101, S1071), and the resistance index detection means per-
forms the 3 m sec voltage shift in the same manner as in the
voltage shift period TS in which the voltage shift means
performs the voltage shift. However, the period of voltage
shift in which the resistance index detection means detects the
resistance index IR may differ from the voltage shift period
TS in which the voltage shift means performs the voltage shift
so as to detect the deterioration index ID; and the resistance
index detection means and the voltage shift means may per-
form different subroutines for such a voltage shift. The volt-
age shift means, which turns on the transistor Tr2 of the
voltage shift circuit 19, and the recovery means, which turns
off the transistor Tr2, use the same circuits (the pulse signal
output circuit 11 and the voltage shift circuit 19).

The microprocessor 10 which executes steps S106 and
S107 corresponds to the deterioration index detection means,
and detects the 1-2 voltage difference V1-2, which is the
deterioration index ID, when the internal resistance Ri is
equal to the second target resistance RU (=2560 €2). The
second target resistance RU (=2560 Q) corresponds to the
detection permission value IP.

The microprocessor 10 which executes step S2 corre-
sponds to the first internal resistance detection means; and the
microprocessor 10 which executes step S4 corresponds to the
target resistance correction means.

The heater control circuit 13 and the microprocessor 10
which executes step S5 correspond to the first heater energi-
zation control means; and the heater control circuit 13 and the
microprocessor 10 which executes step S104 correspond to
the second heater energization control means.

As described above, the oxygen sensor control circuit 1 of
the present embodiment comprises voltage shift means (see
FIG. 6: step S1071) for shifting the detection element voltage
VE from the pre-shift voltage VE1 to the post-shift voltage
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VE2; and recovery means (see FIG. 6: step S1072) for return-
ing the detection element voltage VE from the post-shift
voltage VE2 to the pre-shift voltage VE1. The recovery means
is effected after the end of the voltage shift period TS in which
the detection element voltage VE is shifted by the voltage
shift means, and is carried out by self-discharge through the
internal resistance Ri and the internal capacitance Ci of the
detection element 3. The oxygen sensor control circuit 1
further comprises deterioration index detection means (see
FIG. 4: step S107) for detecting the deterioration index ID
(1-2 voltage difference V1-2) of the detection element 3 on
the basis of the voltage change in the detection element volt-
age VE produced in the recovery period TK in which the
detection element voltage VE is returned to the pre-shift
voltage VE1 by the recovery means. In the recovery period
TK, the voltage between the electrodes 3P and 3N of the
detection element 3 decreases exponentially at a rate corre-
sponding to the time constant generally determined by the
internal resistance Ri and the internal capacitance Ci of the
detection element 3, whereby a voltage change from the post-
shift voltage VE2 back to the pre-shift voltage VE1 is pro-
duced. Moreover, when the detection element 3 deteriorates,
the impedance of the detection element 3 tends to increase,
and the internal resistance Ri at the same temperature
increases. In addition, the internal capacitance Ci also
changes. Therefore, the way that the above-described expo-
nential voltage change varies differs depending on the degree
of deterioration. Also, the difference in this voltage change is
hardly affected by external disturbances, and is generally
determined by the impedance of the detection element 3.
Accordingly, the oxygen sensor control circuit 1 of the
present embodiment which detects the deterioration index on
the basis of this voltage change can accurately detect the
degree of deterioration of the detection element 3 of the
oxygen sensor 2.

In addition to the first internal resistance detection means
(see FIG. 3: step S2) and the first heater energization control
means (step S5), the oxygen sensor control circuit 1 of the
present embodiment comprises target resistance correction
means (step S4) for correcting a target resistance RT used in
feedback control in accordance with the deterioration index
1D (1-2 voltage difference V1-2) detected by the deterioration
index detection means, to thereby obtain the corrected target
resistance RTh. By virtue of this configuration, the supply of
electric current to the heater 4 can be properly feedback-
controlled by changing the target resistance RT in accordance
with the degree of deterioration of the detection element 3.
Therefore, the element temperature can be maintained at a
proper activation temperature. In addition, acceleration of the
deterioration by an increase in the element temperature can be
prevented.

The oxygen sensor control circuit 1 of the present embodi-
ment further comprises resistance index detection means (see
FIG. 4: steps S101 to S103) for detecting the internal resis-
tance Ri (resistance index IR) before detection of the deterio-
ration index ID (1-2 voltage difference V1-2). The deteriora-
tion index detection means (steps S106 and S107) detects the
deterioration index ID when the internal resistance Ri (resis-
tance index IR) is equal to the second target resistance RU
(=2560 Q: detection permission value IP) (this state is deter-
mined in step S106). By virtue of this configuration, the
deterioration index ID can be detected under a constant con-
dition, whereby the deterioration index ID (1-2 voltage dif-
ference V1-2) can be detected accurately.

The oxygen sensor control circuit 1 of the present embodi-
ment feedback-controls the supply of electric current to the
heater 4 such that the internal resistance Ri (resistance index
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IR) becomes equal to the second target resistance RU (detec-
tion permission value IP) (second heater energization control
means, see FIG. 4: step S104). By virtue of this configuration,
the deterioration index ID (1-2 voltage difference V1-2) can
be detected reliably at the timing at which the internal resis-
tance Ri (resistance index IR) becomes equal to the second
target resistance RU (detection permission value IP).

In the oxygen sensor control circuit 1 of the present
embodiment, the 1-2 voltage difference V1-2, which serves as
the deterioration index 1D, can be readily obtained through a
simple operation. That is, when the internal resistance Ri
(resistance index IR) is equal to the second target resistance
RU (detection permission value IP), two voltages are mea-
sured; i.e., the first voltage V1 (=the post-shift voltage VE2) at
the first detection timing t1 (see FIG. 5: step S1015) within
the voltage shift period TS and the second voltage V2 at the
second detection timing t2 (see FIG. 6: step S1076) within the
recovery period TK after the voltage shift period TS.

In the oxygen sensor control circuit 1 of the present
embodiment, similar to the voltage shift means (see FIG. 6:
step S1071), the resistance index detection means (see FIG. 4:
steps S101 to S103) shifts the detection element voltage VE
from the pre-shift voltage VE1 to the post-shift voltage VE2
(step S101); and the resistance index detection means shares
the pulse signal output circuit 11 and the voltage shift circuit
19, used for such a shift operation, with the voltage shift
means. Therefore, it is unnecessary to provide separate cir-
cuits for the resistance index detection means and the voltage
shift means, and the processing apparatus can be made inex-
pensive and compact.

In the oxygen sensor control circuit 1 of the present
embodiment, the deterioration index ID (internal resistance
Ri) is detected after 10 minutes or more has elapsed after the
engine is stopped; and the deterioration index detection
means detects the deterioration index ID in a period in which
the internal resistance Ri of the detection element 3 is greater
than the first internal resistance Ril (100 Q or less), which is
the internal resistance Ri at the time when the concentration
of the specific gas (oxygen concentration) is detected;
namely, in a period in which the internal resistance Ri is equal
t0 2560 Q. By virtue of this configuration, the voltage change
in the detection element voltage VE occurring in the recovery
period TK becomes large, whereby the deterioration index ID
can be detected accurately.

In the above, the gas sensor processing apparatus of the
present invention has been described on the basis of the oxy-
gen sensor control circuit 1 of the oxygen sensor 2 of the
present embodiment. However, the present invention is not
limited to the above-described embodiment, and, needless to
say, the present invention may be freely modified in accor-
dance with the application thereof without departing from the
scope of the invention.

For example, the “gas sensor” in the present invention is
not limited to an oxygen sensor which detects the concentra-
tion of oxygen concentration, and may be an NOx sensor for
detecting the concentration of nitrogen oxide (NOx), an HC
sensor for detecting the concentration of hydro carbon, or the
like.

The present invention may be applied to a gas sensor pro-
cessing apparatus which processes the output of a gas sensor
having no heater.

In the present embodiment, the internal resistance Ri is
used as the resistance index IR; however, the shift voltage VS
corresponding to the internal resistance voltage Vi may be
used as the resistance index IR.

In the present embodiment, the above-described 1-2 volt-
age difference V1-2 is obtained as a deterioration index ID,
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and the target resistance RT is corrected through use of the
deterioration index ID. However, the deterioration index 1D is
not limited thereto. For example, in the present embodiment,
the post-shift voltage VE2 at the time t1 (=3 msec) (V1=VE2)
is used as the first voltage V1 in order to obtain the 1-2 voltage
difference V1-2. However, the embodiment may be modified
such that the detection element voltages VE (VE3, VE4) at
predetermined two timings (e.g., times t3 (=3.5 msec) and t4
(=6.5 msec) in FIG. 2) within the recovery period TK are

measured, and the difference therebetween is used as the 10

deterioration index ID. Alternatively, the embodiment may be
modified such that the detection element voltage VE gener-
ated between the electrodes 3P and 3N of the detection ele-
ment 3 during the recovery period TK is periodically mea-
sured, and the time constant of an exponential function which
approximates a curve representing the changing detection
element voltage VE is obtained as the deterioration index ID.

In the present embodiment, the deterioration index 1D is
detected when the internal resistance Ri becomes equal to the
second target resistance RU (=2560 £2) corresponding to a
detection element temperature of about 400° C. However, the
second target resistance RU may be freely determined within
the range in which the deterioration index ID can be detected
accurately.

In the present embodiment, the length of the voltage shift
period TS is set to 3 msec, and the length of the period from
the first detection timing t1 to the second detection timing t2
is set to 3 msec. However, the length of these periods may be
freely determined within the range in which the deterioration
index ID can be detected accurately.

The invention has been described in detail with reference to
the above embodiments. However, the invention should not
be construed as being limited thereto. It should further be
apparent to those skilled in the art that various changes in
form and detail of the invention as shown and described above
may be made. It is intended that such changes be included
within the spirit and scope of the claims appended hereto.

This application is based on Japanese Patent Application
No. 2012-004568 filed Jan. 13, 2012, incorporated herein by
reference in its entirety.

What is claimed is:

1. A gas sensor processing apparatus for processing an
output of a gas sensor including a detection element which is
formed of a solid electrolyte body, which has a pair of elec-
trodes, and which detects the concentration of a specific gas,
comprising:

voltage shift means for shifting a detection element voltage

produced between the electrodes of the detection ele-
ment from a pre-shift voltage to a post-shift voltage
different from the pre-shift voltage;

recovery means for returning the detection element voltage

from the post-shift voltage to the pre-shift voltage
through self-discharge by an internal capacitor of the
detection element after the end of a voltage shift period
in which the detection element voltage is shifted by the
voltage shift means; and

deterioration index detection means for detecting a dete-

rioration index representing the degree of deterioration
of the detection element on the basis of a change in the
detection element voltage in a recovery period in which
the detection element voltage is returned to the pre-shift
voltage by the recovery means;

wherein, when the detection element is represented by an

equivalent circuit, the detection element is equivalent to
a series circuit between the electrodes thereof, the series
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circuit including a cell that generates an electromotive
force in accordance with the concentration of the spe-
cific gas and an internal impedance composed of an
internal resistor and an internal capacitor connected in
parallel, and
the post-shift voltage is greater than the electromotive
force generated by the detection element.
2. The gas sensor processing apparatus as claimed in claim
1, wherein
the gas sensor includes a heater for heating the detection
element; and
the gas sensor processing apparatus further comprises:
first internal resistance detection means for detecting a first
internal resistance which is an internal resistance of the
detection element when the detection element detects
the concentration of the gas;
first heater energization control means for feedback-con-
trolling the supply of electricity to the heater such that
the first internal resistance becomes equal to a target
resistance; and
target resistance correction means for correcting the target
resistance in accordance with the deterioration index
detected by the deterioration index detection means.
3. The gas sensor processing apparatus as claimed in claim
1, further comprising:
resistance index detection means for detecting a resistance
index before the deterioration index detection means
detects the deterioration index, the resistance index
being the internal resistance of the detection element or
an internal voltage proceeds from the internal resistance,
wherein
the deterioration index detection means detects the dete-
rioration index when the resistance index is equal to a
predetermined detection permission value.
4. The gas sensor processing apparatus as claimed in claim
2, wherein
the gas sensor includes a heater for heating the detection
element; and
the gas sensor processing apparatus further comprises:
second heater energization control means for feedback-
controlling the supply of electricity to the heater such
that the resistance index detected by the resistance index
detection means becomes equal to the detection permis-
sion value.
5. The gas sensor processing apparatus as claimed in claim
3, wherein the deterioration index detection means detects, as
the deterioration index, a 1-2 voltage difference, which is the
difference between a first voltage, which is the detection
element voltage at a first detection timing within the voltage
shift period, and a second voltage, which is the detection
element voltage at a second detection timing within the recov-
ery period following the voltage shift period.
6. The gas sensor processing apparatus as claimed in claim
3, wherein the resistance index detection means and the volt-
age shift means share a circuit which shifts the detection
element voltage of the detection element from the pre-shift
voltage to the post-shift voltage.
7. The gas sensor processing apparatus as claimed in claim
1, wherein the deterioration index detection means detects the
deterioration index in a period in which the internal resistance
of the detection element is greater than a first internal resis-
tance which is the internal resistance at the time when the
detection element detects the concentration of the gas.
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